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THE SCOTTISH REINDEER 


Coming from North Scandinavia to Scotland and standing on the Aviemore railway bridge, 
looking south towards the Cairngorms, anyone might ask: ‘“‘ Why have they no reindeer here ?” 


Rothiemurchus Forest, with its Old Caledonian pines, is similar to many areas in Lapland. 
The whole region of the Grampians resembles reindeer country elsewhere; even when there are red 
deer about, they graze mainly on quite different plants. The chief food for reindeer is lichen, which 
is plentiful on the higher hill slopes and not of much use to other animals. Up to-seven hundred 
years ago these two kinds of deer are believed to have been hunted together, in Caithness, by the 
Jarls of Orkney. 


A few Swedish reindeer were brought here, 1952-1955, as an experiment, to see if they could 
live in Britain. The Reindeer Company Limited, a private British company registered in Edinburgh, 
has financed the project, under the auspices of the Reindeer Council of the United Kingdom. The 
first consignment was released in Rothiemurchus, on land kindly offered by Lt.-Col. J. P. Grant, 
M.B.E. Later the reindeer were allowed on higher ground belonging to the Forestry Commission, 
reaching up to the summit of Cairn Gorm and Cairn Lochain. 


The reindeer have long since been permitted to pasture freely, like cattle or sheep (with some 
fencing to simplify herding), and the experimental period is recognized as over by the Department of 
Agriculture for Scotland. The herd has certainly settled down in its new pastureland and feels at 
home in sight of the silver waters of Loch Morlich. Even when the reindeer stray, they usually soon 
turn back of their own accord. Calving takes place in May. 


This domesticated breed is very friendly, except for a single fortnight, the autumn rutting season, 
when an occasional reindeer bull may be a little dangerous. One herder looks after the reindeer 
almost alone during the greater part of the year. In Lapland herding is done with the help of dogs, 
but here it is nearly true to say that the animals are herded by Ryvita! The reindeer which are 
keenest on it wear bells, so that when they rush after the herder to get a titbit the others follow. In 
the arctic reindeer usually come down for shelter in winter, but the Scottish reindeer do not. Instead 
they go upwards to drier ground and stay there, even during the worst storms. 


The main trouble with the first imports was with insects, on the few hot summer days one gets 
in Scotland, and animals were lost through fly strike in 1953. A successful method of spraying has 
since been worked out, however, in consultation with veterinary advisers and chemical firms. Loose 
dogs, some brought by tourists who consider them to be ‘ under control,’ are a more serious menace, 
just as they are for other livestock owners. 


Why have reindeer? They are useful animals. Reindeer steak is delicious, and onthe whole 
better than venison because reindeer are bred for meat and slaughtered at the right time, while red 
deer are chiefly killed for sport and shot at a distance. Many articles of clothing, used in temperate 
as well as arctic climates, are made of reindeer skin. Reindeer hair is imported to this country on a 
large scale. The antlers are a popular material for Lappish and Finnish crafts. Reindeer provide 
transport in three ways: by pulling sleds, by carrying packs and sometimes as riding animals. 


Herds introduced into new areas during the last 70 years have done well. Alaska is the best 
known example. South Georgia, in the sub-antarctic, has 4,000 head, descended from eleven reindeer 
imported from Norway. Canada has thousands at the mouth of the Mackenzie River. 


Our efforts are now directed towards building up a Scottish breeding herd in the Cairngorms. 
More reindeer could be brought from Scandinavia, but the four weeks’ quarantine imposed on arrival 
in Britain is very hard on reindeer, as they are confined in a small space in urban air. Reindeer are 
known as very healthy animals, and imports to other countries have not been quarantined. 

The great advantage in having reindeer is that they find their own main fodder, even under the 
snow. And however bad the weather, no shelter is required. 

M: N> Ps Uise 
Managing Director, Reindeer Company Limited, 
Technical Adviser, Reindeer Council of the U.K. 
August, 1958. ; 


VISITS TO THE REINDEER 


Parties can now visit the herd, but only accompanied by the herder. Application should be made 
in good time to Mr. M. N. P. Utsi, by letter addressed to the Reindeer Reserve, Aviemore, or to the 
Reindeer Company’s herder, who can be reached c/0-bindsaye-Skhep, Glenmore. At present the herder 
usually leaves to inspect the reindeer herd about 8.45 a.m. (later on Sundays). 


INFORMATION 


Inquiries regarding the Scottish herd and reindeer-breeding generally should be addressed to 
Dr. E. J. Lindgren, M.A., Hon. Secretary, Reindeer Council of the United Kingdom, Annesley House 
Annexe, la Union Road, Cambridge. 
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